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Open Table: A Community of Faith 

A New UCC Church Start in 
Mobile, Alabama 

by Ellen Sims 



I am mid-wifing a new church because I believe the 
future of Christianity depends upon our ability to 
translate the hope of the Gospel for a postmodern 
culture. As Section 2 of the Preamble of the 
Constitution of the United Church of Christ affirms, it 
is "the responsibility of the Church in each 
generation to make this faith its own." But I am 
convinced by Phyllis Tickle and other culture- 
watchers that we are in an especially momentous "hinge" time. Therefore, our work to 
renew existing churches and create new churches requires substantive rather than 
stylistic reforms. Beyond the manner in which we worship, or how we organize a 
church, we need to claim and proclaim a progressive and inclusive theology that 
honors all creation, expands our vision of God, and fosters the interconnection between 
spiritual and social transformation. 

Just over a year ago I enlisted ten unchurched people to help me plant a progressive 
theological seed into the conservative soil in Mobile, Alabama. I chose the location 
because it's where I live, it's the culture I know, and there's no church in our area that 
can reach the kind of people I'm called to serve. My unlikely co-laborers for this task 

include women and men who had sworn off 
church long ago. Yet these skeptical sojourners 
had the potential to imagine a community of faith 
that would pursue a common passion for social 
justice, feed their spirits, and forge them into a 
loving communion. They were bright and 
caring. They were countercultural and brave 
enough to take a stand for the good. I sensed 
that the Spirit was already at work in them and 
connecting us even though none of them had 
previously met one another. They include 
people raised as Methodist, Baptist, Catholic, 
Presbyterian, and AME Zion, and they are eager to welcome others of all races, 
economic classes, cultures, religious backgrounds, ages, and sexual orientations. 

■ For three months we met in my home each 
Monday evening to share our stories and share 
our thoughts about a book we were reading 
together. Grounded in God, with its 
Quaker/Jesuit-influenced instruction in spiritual 
discernment for groups, helped us listen to one 
another and listen to the Spirit's leading in our 
midst. Also in those first months I introduced a 
new topic each week to cast my vision of church 
in bits and pieces, a "simple" church committed to 
1 ) a love of God and God's world, 2) biblical 
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Oklahoma City church continues 
legacy of dedicated member 
Stephanie Telleen chose to 
remember Mayflower 
Congregational United Church 
of Christ in her will when she 
passed away, leaving her 
half-million dollar estate to the 
church. Now the Oklahoma City 
church will use that estate to 
remember Telleen for her 
selflessness and generosity by 
funding two missions close to 
her heart. 
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hospitality and inclusion, 3) Jesus' hopeful way into the future, 4) spiritual formation in 
tandem with social transformation, and 5) joyful and beautiful worship. Many of my core 
group also began reading books I was recommending — by Marcus Borg, Brian 
McLaren, Jack Spong, Walter Wink, Phyllis Tickle, etc. They were excited to learn 
about a Christianity they never knew could exist. And at the end of the first 3 months, I 
asked them (as I had told them I would do when I enlisted them) if they felt called to 
help me plan a new church. They all signed on for Stage 2. 



For the next 6-8 months we did the foundational work for church planting: developing 
vision and mission statements and core values; researching and discerning 
denominational affiliation; creating 



if 



a website and Facebook page. 
We found our first meeting space 
(or campaign headquarters, as 
one member put it), developed 
bylaws, filed our articles of 
incorporation, and opened a bank 
account. We developed a 
ministry plan, including our first 
budget and marketing plan. We 
used the Book of Acts to learn 
about the primitive church and 

begin Bible study with my core group, experimented with worship, etc. Just deciding 
on our name was a huge undertaking! Then we began research on ways we can best 
serve our community and engage together in advocacy and volunteering. Through all 
these processes, actions, and conversations, we've come to trust one another and 
share hopes and dreams for ourselves and our city. When Open Table: A Community 
of Faith determined to become the first UCC congregation in our part of the state, we 
did so because we believe the United Church of Christ is uniquely suited for moving the 
Church into the 21st century. 



In October we began worshiping on the first Sunday of each month and meeting as a 
planning group on the other Sundays. In February we cut down on the planning 
meetings to just once a month. On the 2nd and 4th Sundays we offered the community 
the DVD- and discussion-based series Living the Questions, which we advertized in the 
local paper. Starting on May 16th we began offering a worship experience or program 
each Sunday at 4:00. 1st Sundays: a slightly liturgical worship service. 2nd and 4th 
Sundays: Living the Questions 
followed by a 10-15 minute 
devotional thought or spiritual 
exercise. 3rd Sundays: a Taize- 
inspired service of sung prayer, 
silence, and scripture. 5th 
Sundays: sharing our stories and a 
community meal. Responses to 
each of these offerings have been 
very positive, but our numbers 
remain low. However, my core 
group of leaders still is on a steep 

learning curve as we continue to return to questions like "How does one take the Bible 
too seriously to take it literally?" While we may not be ready yet for a large influx of 
new members, we have had as many as 25 people in worship. On most Sundays 
15-18 gather. 




We know we have a long ways to go before we quack like a church. We know our 
cultural context is not favorable for our type of church. Yet we also know that there are 
many in Mobile who hunger to be a part of an open, inclusive, justice-oriented 
community of faith that follows in the hopeful ways of Jesus. Our commitments to 
peace and justice in the world and spiritual growth in our own lives are interrelated and 
reinforcing. Members and visitors tell me about real changes in their personal lives as 
a result of their experiences at Open Table. The community is already seeing evidence 
of our work out there in the world. 



I have tools that have helped me cast a vision of church, enlist and excite an unlikely 
team of church planters, and organize our early efforts. I also have tools to plan and 
lead vital and varied worship experiences, to develop congregational leadership, and 
train disciples and social justice advocates. In addition, my toolkit includes networks in 
the community and skills in relationship building. I spend a good part of my week 
meeting potential members over coffee. 
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The tools I will now develop will address the pragmatics of marketing and financing. 
My core members tell friends over and over again how much they love their church 
— which their friends find hilarious and intriguing since my core leaders have not been 
in church in decades. We are challenged to introduce the dechurched and unchurched 
to a different kind of church when 14 other new churches also claim to be "different." 
Those other new churches often mean their folks wear jeans to worship services 
dominated by a praise band, but they have not fostered theological inquisitiveness or a 
spirit of discipleship. To join us at Open Table, you don't have to check your brain at 
the church door. Theology and faith can remain rooted in Christian orthodoxy but be 

responsive to postmodern science 
and sensibilities. Our bumper sticker 
might say "we believe in the one true 
God; we just don't believe we are the 
only ones." Ironically, the people who 
would most love our vision of church 
are the very people who are least 
likely to visit us or see any need for 
church. But we continue to cultivate 
relationships and are eager to 
welcome more traveling companions 

on this journey of faith. 

Note: Rev. Ellen Sims is the founding pastor of Open Table: A Community of Faith and 
recently completed the UCC History and Polity Course offered by the Southeast 
Conference. This article is adapted from a paper she wrote for the course. » Click 
Here to link with Open Table: A Community of Faith 
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